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Abstract 
This paper focuses on cluster system, an innovative network for teacher development in South African context.  Research 
revealed that many teacher development programmes have been unsatisfactory because they were not based on research and thus 
did not yield their intended results.  The purpose of this study was to investigate how cluster systems could enhance teacher 
development.  An interpretive research with grounded theory included qualitative approach using Guba’s model of 
trustworthiness of the respondents.  The findings indicated that a framework based on research theories could assist in the 
effective implementation of clusters that would result in teacher development.   
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1. Introduction 
Education reform has been a priority in South Africa since the establishment of the Government of National 
Unity in 1994 and has played a key role in redressing the injustices of apartheid. Impressive progress has been made 
in education legislation, policy development, curriculum reform and the implementation of new ways of delivering 
education, but many challenges remain in areas, such as teacher development (Simkins & Paterson, 2005). Research 
indicates that many professional development (PD) programmes for teachers are unsatisfactory and have not met 
intended goals (Boyle, 2005 & Huberty, 2004). To transform education in South Africa it is necessary for teachers 
to be appropriately equipped to meet its evolving challenges and needs (DoE, 2007). To address this concern, this 
article focuses on cluster system as innovative network for professional teacher development. 
2. Teacher development in context 
Professional development, in a broad sense, refers to the development of teachers’ roles. More specifically, 
teacher development is the professional growth a teacher achieves as a result of gaining increased experiences 
(Glatthorn, 1995). Professional development includes formal experiences such as attending workshops and 
professional meetings like cluster systems and mentorship (Ganser, 2000). Teacher development is the essential 
driver of a good quality education. International evidence shows that the professional education and development of 
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teachers work best when teachers themselves are integrally involved in it, reflecting on their own practice; when 
there is a strong school-based component; and when activities are well co-ordinated (DoE.2006). Furthermore, the 
national and their districts are obliged to provide enabling environments for such development of teachers to take 
place at clusters.  
Clusters, according to (Chikoko, 2007) are the grouping of schools within the same geographical location aiming 
to improve the quality and relevance of the education in the schools. Turkey (2004) defines school clusters as a tool 
that schools can use to promote collaboration, reflection, sharing and continuous learning among teachers.  Other 
concepts regarding clustering have been used in United State (US) and United Kingdom (UK), such as, networks, 
partnerships and joint planning.  Teacher partnering is an initiative to foster community and teacher development 
initiatives based on skills, resources and assets that already exist in the schools (Cole, 2010). The purpose of school 
cluster system is thus for teacher development because clusters support teacher capacity to teach effectively 
according to the new active-learning based curriculum and could serve as an innovative network to support, promote 
and inspire teacher development leading to quality education. One of the ways to approach innovative networks is a 
new paradigm of establishing microeconomic communities using teachers as major resources and key assets in 
partnering working together to generate ideas and turning ideas into reality (Cameron & Gibson 2001). The 
arrangements of such activities are likely to involve a degree of formality such as regular meetings to plan and 
monitor curriculum development processes.  
What an initial teacher training course cannot do is to enable the teacher in training to think critically about their 
own practices, to help the teacher understand the principles behind their (and others’) practice and to foster the 
development of informed evaluative criteria that go beyond recipes and activities that work. In other words, an 
initial teacher training course cannot help the teacher acquire teaching competence, because a prerequisite of such 
competence is experience, the ability to reflect upon and analyse experience, and the will and willingness to 
question and change established practices in the interest of their learners (Vassilakis, 2011).  Thus, teacher 
education, unlike initial training, is a continuous process with no foreseeable end. While teacher education courses 
can contribute to the process of teacher education, there is no sense in which a teacher can finish their own 
education no matter how many courses they attend, how successful they are or how many professional and academic 
qualifications they earn.  Professional development is thus a never-ending education.  
It is necessary to find appropriate professional development (PD) approaches like school cluster systems to 
ensure that all teachers, even experienced teachers, are equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills for 
improving learner performance. As research indicated that many PD programmes for teachers are unsatisfactory and 
have not met intended goals, to transform education in South Africa, it is necessary for teachers to be appropriately 
equipped to meet its evolving challenges and needs.  Thus the report of the Ministerial Committee on Rural 
Education (2005) also identified teachers ‘limited access to PD (DoE, 2007). Continuous professional teacher 
development (CPTD) is most successful when teachers are actively involved in cluster systems and reflect on their 
own teaching practices. CPTD is contextualised in clusters and school-based interactions; when developmental 
activities are well coordinated and when sustained leadership, inspiration and support are present (DoE, 2007).   
There are many models of professional development that incorporate several of the characteristics of high quality 
where teachers can share ideas and tackle problems at cluster systems. The following are selected examples that 
reflect some of the diversity of possible approaches for teacher development that can be used at the school cluster 
systems to improve the quality of education. (Cohen, Hill and Kennedy, 2002) 
`First, mentoring gives novice and master teachers opportunities to learn from each other. It can help new 
teachers to learn to creatively and effectively meet the day-today challenges of teaching. Mentoring occurs around 
activities such as coaching, feedback, and the collaborative teaching at cluster meetings (Smith, 2002). Mentoring is 
increasingly central to emerging models for professional development which can be used at cluster systems.  
Second, Content-Based Collaborative Inquiry (CBCI) and Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) where teachers can 
work together at cluster meetings to create deeper understandings of how their learners think about and understand 
particular subjects. With this model, teachers and facilitators can understand about learner’s understandings, collect 
and analyse data, share the results with their colleagues at cluster systems, and collaborate to create instructional 
solutions. In the process, teachers build understandings of content and pedagogy that support learners learning.  
Third, Watanabe (2002) believe that the model of Lesson Study is a multi-step process in which teachers work 
together, using school cluster systems to create, study and improve their lessons. In this approach, a member of the 
study group teaches a lesson at cluster meetings to other teachers while others make detailed observations. After the 
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lesson, all members of the group meet to discuss their observations and to consider how the lesson might be 
improved. The lesson is taught again to a different group of teachers, and the process of observation, collaborative 
data analysis, and lesson revision is repeated.  
Steyn (2010) reveals that the major aspects concerning PD is the focus on teachers’ needs and their learning and 
that PD programmes at cluster meetings should be differentiated to meet the needs of individual teachers since the 
teacher’s professional growth occurs when PD programmes acknowledge their needs.  Second, that the commitment 
and positive attitudes of teachers at school cluster system are very important for the success of their professional 
growth.  Third, that quality leadership at clusters are means for school managers of cluster systems to be involved in 
the learning process and collect evidence that the PD of teachers has taken place.  This leadership style also involves 
a commitment to identifying the needs of teachers and appropriate training to meet these needs.  Lastly, that with 
school context, teachers learning is affected by variables in the school context that may either enhance or obstruct 
the professional learning of teachers. When teachers collaborate, they are more likely to take courageous risks, learn 
from mistakes and share successful strategies and can integrate their practical knowledge with research-based 
knowledge in ways that contribute to more successful practices.  
 
3. Research design  
 
The main question in the article was: Are cluster system networks that can serve as innovative networks for 
teacher development? For this purpose, a case study design and qualitative approach were undertaken to investigate 
the perception of teachers regarding the cluster system. Four facilitators; heads of departments and teachers were 
interviewed as insiders to the study. They were credible in the sense that they are 1) monitoring and supporting the 
implementation of clusters, 2) hands-on in the supervision of the implementation of cluster system at schools, 3) and 
are implementers of the cluster systems at schools respectively. They were interviewed as insiders to the study 
respectively. Interviews were conducted, data was coded and analysed with the help of an independent coder for the 
purpose of trustworthiness. The design was consequently interpretive. 
 
4. Findings 
 
Three trends from the empirical study emerged:  
Views about clusters systems: There were various responses regarding cluster systems as innovative network for 
teacher development.  Two key responses were noted: cluster system, innovative network and professional 
development. In terms of cluster systems majority of respondents indicated that clusters were not empowering them 
because they are used for moderation of portfolios and for setting of common question paper only. Other teachers 
also indicated that at cluster meetings is where we make personal friendship and socialise with other teachers. Both 
subject facilitators and teachers indicated that clusters enhance professionalism because they tend to network, know 
each other and teachers are able to set common question papers. However, innovation was not noted.   
Regarding innovation: Teachers confirmed the assertion above that clusters do not serve as innovative network 
for teacher development but they provide a platform for teacher interaction. Emerging from these responses, they 
emphasised that teachers do not cooperate and come late at the meeting and go before the meeting ends. Teachers 
also emphasised that some teachers are not regular to the meetings. These assertions question the attitudes of 
teachers towards the success of the cluster meetings and also their own development. For these reasons, ontological 
realities that emerged and confirmed the practices at clusters and school based interactions were that clusters were 
used for setting of question papers and for moderation of portfolios which is not empowering but only compliant. 
Compliance is the lowest order of teacher development, not necessarily innovative and developmental. 
Regarding teacher development: Teachers confirmed that clusters are not used for development but to set 
common papers and to moderate learner’s portfolios while subject facilitator indicated that if teachers can be 
committed, clusters could serve as developmental for teachers. These responses confirm the attitudes of teachers, 
however, they indicated that teachers learn from one another on how to set question papers which in empowering.  
 
5. Conclusion and recommendation 
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The findings from this research confirmed that cluster systems may serve as innovative network for teacher 
development; however, it is not easy to bring about change in the attitudes of teachers. Change is a continuous, slow 
process and the willingness of participants is essential. Several factors have been identified in this article impinging 
on the cluster system as innovative network for teacher development. It has emerged in the responses that teacher’ 
attitudes and the reasons for formation of cluster systems are the major impediments to teacher development. It is 
thus been concluded that teachers who receive little or no professional support are not capacitated to be innovative 
and creative to look beyond compliance. Notwithstanding the purpose of cluster system to improve quality 
education schools in South Africa, cluster systems have not been used as expected. I, consequently, suggest that 
cluster meetings should be structured as a framework that can allow teachers’ engagements, continuous interactions, 
innovation and creativity to mutually benefit from one another. For a better framework, teacher inspections, teacher 
motivation and community participation is encouraged. For this purpose, benefits will be economical, allowing 
access to sharing of extra resources and facilities in their communities. Further research is required regarding the 
latter.   
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